In addition to the obvious prejudice against the defendant, historians point out at least four illegalities in the three trials before the Jewish judges, which include a few points of law that we have in our judicial system to this day.
a. No one accused of a crime could be forced to testify against himself. b. Late-night meetings of the Sanhedrin were illegal. c. Any trial that involved the death penalty required a second trial to be held the following day if the verdict was guilty. d. False witnesses did not belong in the courtroom.
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Now what if justice had been served? What if Jesus would have had a fair trial after all? What follows is a look at such a trial based on the record of God's Word in the four Gospels.
The charges against Jesus
Four indictments were brought against Jesus. Lost to the inquiry of historians are the accusations brought by the false witnesses, who could not agree in their stories. The indictments or charges fall into two categories. Three were of a political nature, and one was a question of religion or theology. The Jewish trials focused on the matter of religion. But since that would be of little concern to Roman authorities, different charges had to be brought against Jesus in the court of Pontius Pilate.
The religious question-the chief concern in the Jewish court-centered on two points. Was Jesus the promised Messiah? And secondly, what would the Messiah do when He came to His people? There was no denying that the Messiah would be a King. But what type of King? The endearing expressions of Psalm 72 had been lost to the minds of many, including the Jewish leaders at that time. We recall some of the Messianic terms and descriptions:
• Righteousness, righteousness, righteousness to "the king's Son" (Psa. 72: [1] [2] [3] • He shall reign as "long as the sun and moon endure" (vv. 5, 7, 17) • His "dominion from sea to sea"; "all nations shall serve Him" (vv. 8, 11) • He shall "save souls" and "redeem" lives (vv. [13] [14] .
Of course, we could reference other prophecies that point to the same truths. Well known to us are:
Isaiah's "Prince of Peace" ruling His everlasting kingdom (Isa.
9:6-7); Jeremiah's "The LORD our Righteousness" (Jer. 23:6); Malachi's "Sun of Righteousness" who comes "with healing in His wings" (Mal. 4:2) .
Yet many in Israel were expecting their Messiah King to establish an earthly kingdomsomething political in nature, Jewish sovereignty restored to the people and their land-a kingdom that would last for a time perhaps, while sin and death would continue to reign over all everyday. With such expectations in the people's minds, we see King Herod scheming behind the backs of the wise men to kill in infancy what he fantasized was a potential rival in years to come. The Jewish misconception hung around for years with the result that the Savior had to refute it during His public ministry. It persisted beyond the Savior's ascension and was thriving among some of the Jews, even while the city of Jerusalem was being destroyed stone by stone. Rejection of the biblical truth about the Messiah's kingship would lead to the senseless slaughter by suicide at the fortress of Masada. And the misconception lives on today as one observes the false notion at work in the various teachings of dispensationalism and millenialism, which anticipate an earthly rule of Christ's Church in this world.
But back to our focus on the trial. Because Jesus was not the type of Messiah that many were expecting, He was rejected. The plain truths of Scripture, however, could not so easily be set aside. The teaching and miracles of Jesus gave indisputable witness to the truth, and it was displayed before all. Here in Jesus was teaching authority so different from the religious leaders. Here in Jesus were miracles never done or heard of before in the history of mankind. In fact, shortly before the Passover Jesus had performed the incredible resurrection of Lazarus in the nearby village of Bethany. News of this event would soon become the talk of the town in Jerusalem. And the impact it had on the enemies of Christ? John 11:47-48 reports:
Then the chief priests and the Pharisees gathered a council and said, "What shall we do? For this Man works many signs. If we let Him alone like this, everyone will believe in Him, and the Romans will come and take away both our place and nation."
We should note that the Sanhedrin held their position of power (see endnote 1) only with the blessing and permission of the Romans. And Roman authorities in control of Palestine were well aware of the prevailing Jewish view that expected the Messiah to come and restore self-governance to the Jewish nation. Consequently Pilate, his officers, and the Roman garrison of soldiers became wary of any sign of Jewish revolt or uprising, especially in Jerusalem. The Sanhedrin, meanwhile, had a sense of what the Roman authorities might do to squash a rebellion, and so to preserve their political power, they came to one conclusion: Jesus must die.
It is impossible to measure the depths of unbelief going on at this time. Think for a moment of the logic involved in John 11. Jesus had just raised Lazarus from the dead. While the religious leaders might try to twist the testimony of the blind man who received his sight from Jesus (John 9) and could even threaten the man and his parents, they were quite helpless against the miracle of Lazarus risen from his grave. So many witnesses to the death scene. Four days of decay and a stench too. A corpse bound in burial cloths. But now the man was alive! In response to this moving, breathing, talking witness to the power of Jesus over death, the leaders would decide: Let's kill Jesus, and Lazarus too (John 12:10-11). Did it ever occur to them that as often as they might kill Lazarus, Jesus could raise him from the dead again? Why not rejoice rather in the One who could overpower death, the last enemy of every human being? How could they hope to eliminate someone with that kind of power? Such is the depth of unbelief, which in a twisted way has, like faith, a walk of its own that is not by sight. And that, let's remember, is the same unbelief that we once had in our own hearts, until the Holy Spirit rescued us with His call to faith by the Gospel.
Such unbelief had fully taken hold and dominated the Jewish courtroom. The verdict had been decided: Execute Jesus. Well, what kind of charge gets the job done? It has to be blasphemy, argued along these lines:
• You say that you are the Christ.
• But you are not the Christ.
• To claim to be God when you are not is blasphemy.
• Blasphemy, according to the Law of Moses, is punishable by death.
Note that three of the points above are true; one is not. And the whole trial before the Jewish court would hinge on the one false bullet.
So the first indictment is set: Jesus has blasphemed since He is not the Christ. But such a charge would not fare well before Pilate. The Jewish leaders realize that Pilate would not get involved in a religious dispute. And the only way to get the death penalty would be a guilty verdict given in the Roman court. And so we note in John 18:31:
Then Pilate said to them, "You take Him and judge Him according to your law." Therefore the Jews said to him, "It is not lawful for us to put anyone to death." Thus the charges were modified to appeal to Pilate. Out go the concerns about the Messiah and the claim to be God and in come three charges that would surely get the attention of the Roman governor. These included:
• Inciting the nation to riot • Forbidding to pay taxes to Rome • Claiming to be the King of the Jews.
But no witnesses were called. No testimony was given on any of the charges made. In fact, it would seem that the Jewish court in great arrogance was of a mind that Pilate should simply accept their word that Jesus was an evildoer (John 18:30).
These were now going to be the three indictments brought against Jesus, in which the religious charge punishable by stoning had become a civil charge punishable by crucifixion. . Indeed, we who have heard the Savior teach us in our own time would, under a different set of circumstances, be just as qualified to serve as the kind of witness to which Jesus referred.
In tracing a legitimate defense of Christ, let's start with the three charges made by the Jewish leaders in the court of Pilate.
To the charge of inciting the nation to riot
As a first witness in His defense Jesus might have called Malchus, the servant of the high priest. It was only a few hours earlier that Jesus had told His disciples not to fight with the sword. He even put a stop to violent resistance by healing the man's ear, which Peter had cut off in his misguided zeal to defend Jesus (Luke 22:50-51). How big was the mob that came to arrest Jesus? Each one of them could have testified to the power of His Word that sent them falling backwards to the ground (John 18:1-6). Or to the fact that Jesus said He could call on twelve legions of angels for help, but would not do so. Jesus could easily have resisted capture or incited a rebellion. But He did neither.
To testify to His many deeds of kindness, Jesus could also have called upon thousands. During the Passover festival underway many of these could have been present in Jerusalem, with a firsthand knowledge of how Jesus had fed hungry crowds, healed every illness, cast out many demons, and even raised the dead. Also present in the city at the time were many more who had heard the doctrine of Jesus. They could testify to the fact that Jesus spoke not a single word that even hinted of rebelling against the Roman authorities.
And the witnesses for the prosecution? NONE.
To the charge of forbidding to pay taxes Defense witnesses might have included the collectors of the temple tax in Capernaum (Matt. 17:24-27). These men questioned Peter, who affirmed that Jesus did pay such a tax. And just to make the matter clear, Jesus promptly paid the tax for Himself and Peter. Though the issue was that of the temple tax, mainly a Jewish matter, such testimony would have demonstrated the Lord's attitude of submitting even to a lower authority.
Likewise, Jesus could have called some of the Pharisees or some of the Herodians who had come to Him on the Tuesday before the trial. Knowing the names and even the exact location of any such witness would have been no problem for the omniscient Savior. This group had brought the question, "Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar or not?" Clearly at work here was a subtle plot to trap Jesus with a trick question. And depending on the Lord's answer, they just might get the evidence that Pilate would have to take seriously. But the answer Jesus gave had stunned the questioners, who went away marveling. . Also relevant to the charge was the feeding of the 5,000, especially what the crowd was thinking after the miracle Jesus did. When the Lord knew that the people were going to take Him by force and make him their King, He removed their opportunity to act by withdrawing to the mountain (John 6:15).
Where were the witnesses that Jesus claimed to be an earthly king? There were NONE. Pilate, meanwhile, had recognized the truth of the matter: that Jesus, whatever type of King He might be, was no threat to the Roman Empire-neither to its emperor Caesar nor to the local governor Pilate. But more would be said in the Lord's reply to a follow-up question from the governor. We hear the testimony given in If the issue is this that Jesus claims to be the King that God promised to set on His holy hill of Zion (Psa. 2:6), then the Savior admits the truth: He was that King. He was, and is, the King who established His kingdom by His own death! That kingdom would bring spiritual blessings for all, which include the forgiveness of sins, defeat of the devil, and eternal victory over death. That kingdom would not consist of meat and drink, but righteousness (see Ps. 72 again), joy, and peace in the Holy Spirit (Rom. 14:17). That kingdom would rule in the hearts of sinners, dethrone the kingdom of Satan, and outlast all earthly kingdoms in this world.
And where are the witnesses for the prosecution to this charge of Jesus claiming to be a King? There are NONE.
The real charge and the Lord's defense against it
The three charges before Pilate were all smoke and mirrors. Pilate saw right through it, "for he knew that they had handed Him over because of envy" (Matt. 27:18). The governor declared Jesus not guilty of any of the charges made against Him, on all three counts. Then, with the trial and its guilty verdict on the verge of slipping away, the religious leaders brought out the real charge, as recorded in John 19:7:
The Jews answered him, "We have a law, and according to our law He ought to die, because He made Himself the Son of God." This declaration by the Jews is the heart of the whole matter. Jesus did declare Himself to be the Son of God. If it's true, there is no blasphemy involved and the religious leaders are the ones in error. But if it's not true, then Jesus is indeed a blasphemer and should be punished as prescribed in the Law of Moses.
But let us hear the testimony of Jesus on the matter.
The case for the Lord's defense Jesus was not given the privilege of calling any witnesses to defend Himself in the human courts that tried His case. But had He been able to do that, there would have been no shortage of qualified candidates to speak favorably in His behalf. Imagine the compelling testimony that could come from the mouths of these:
• A once-dead but now living Lazarus, the youth of Nain, and the daughter of Jairus • Thousands fed miraculously (5,000 men plus women and children and, again, around 4,000 people)
• Many with evil spirits delivered • Thousands upon thousands who heard sermons "with authority" and not as the religious leaders of that day.
And yet the Savior in John 5 gives a hint that He would go in a different direction and call upon witnesses that we probably would not have suspected. As recorded in the fifth chapter, Jesus introduces these witnesses with a curious remark: "If I bear witness of Myself, My witness is not true. There is another who bears witness of Me ..." (John 5:31-32). By saying, "My witness is not true," the Lord was only acknowledging an accepted principle of jurisprudence: that one's own testimony, if that is all he has, is not sufficient to prove the claim. A defendant needs corroborating testimony from others. And in Jesus' case the other witnesses were quite impressive.
In the rest of John 5 Jesus would call the witnesses who verify that He is the Son of God and the promised Messiah. We should note here the original audience who heard these words that Jesus spoke in the temple. They were His Jewish critics in Jerusalem who "sought all the more to kill Him, because He not only broke the Sabbath, but also said that God was His Father, making Himself equal with God" (John 5:18). To these men, who might have included some members of the Sanhedrin, Jesus made His appeal on the sure basis of the following testimony. 
The jury (if there could have been one)
There was no possibility of finding a panel of peers to serve as jury in the case of Jesus. In fact, no jury at that time was ever impaneled. Still, we could point to a number of people who with great insight had made their own conclusions on the matter of whether or not Jesus was innocent. For the most part their conclusions were the result of direct contact with the innocent God-Man, who had conducted Himself in a way that no other defendant had ever acted before. Here is their testimony.
Juror Though they were not sequestered with instructions from a judge, though they did not deliberate together in a room, this jury was unanimous in their weighing of the evidence and their independent declarations. All six jurors were agreed that the prosecution did not prove its case and that the One accused, condemned, and sentenced was truly not guilty.
Sadly though, the man with the authority to carry out justice that day gave in to the pressure of the Jews and did the unthinkable. Fearing what the Sanhedrin might say about him to Caesar, Pilate authorized the crucifixion of Jesus without declaring Him guilty.
The Verdict of the Supreme Court
In our country it seems that a capital case has a number of avenues for appeal beyond the first trial. There was an appeal process in place in the days of Jesus. The Sanhedrin had a built-in protocol that required a second trial on the next day, which in the case of Jesus was deliberately bypassed, as mentioned earlier. There was also the possibility of appealing one's case to Caesar. But that was a right afforded only to Roman citizens. Jesus, therefore, would not experience what Paul did-years later as a Roman citizen, he would use this process and as a result bring the Gospel of Jesus Christ to Rome.
Every court on earth is to serve as God's representative, whether the court acknowledges the God-given nature of its responsibility or not. God intends with all judges and courts to maintain some semblance of justice and of law and order in this world. God intends for His representatives to punish evildoers. This plan is much more preferable to every one seeking his own revenge. But it remains an imperfect system on several fronts. Because of sin and its curse, judges, juries, and witnesses are subject to mistakes, lying, bribes, and other evils. Every human lacks omniscience and so decisions are based on imperfect or incomplete knowledge. In the final analysis God controls the outcome of every trial, and a Christian will acknowledge that God works through and in spite of an imperfect system in place. In this sense, then, God is the supreme court, not just of our own land, but also of the whole world.
So how would the Supreme Judge rule in the trial of Jesus? We are not left to wonder or guess, for God reveals His decision.
On the charge of blasphemy for claiming to be the Son of God: The guilty verdict of the Jewish courts is overturned. The Supreme Judge made the following rulings as recorded by the Supreme Court reporter, the Holy Spirit:
Psalm On the charge of inciting the nation to rebel: The verdict of not guilty rendered by the Gentile court is overturned.
On the charge of failing to pay taxes: The verdict of not guilty rendered by the Gentile court is overturned.
On the charge of claiming to be a King in the sense of a rival to Caesar: The verdict of not guilty rendered by the Gentile court is overturned.
How can any of that be? God tells us that to carry out our release from sin and the pending sentence of death in hell that hung over us all, He placed all of our crimes on the holy Jesus. God even used the custom of a governor's pardon as a symbol of the spiritual exchange at work. Using the worst possible villain that he had in custody, Pilate stacked up the innocent Jesus against Barabbas, who was known to be guilty of rebellion and murder. The innocent Jesus is condemned. The guilty Barabbas is set free. In a similar way God accomplished the same for each of us and for every sinner. Jesus is made to be my sin, so that I become the righteousness of God. And in the resurrection of Christ the supreme verdict in our favor is made official, just as Paul has testified in Romans 4:24-25:
It shall be imputed to us who believe in Him who raised up Jesus our Lord from the dead, who was delivered up because of our offenses and was raised because of our justification.
is the great marvel of the whole story of the various trials of Jesus Christ. Each human court got it wrong, but God got it right. And while our courts here on earth and their verdicts are being swept away in the flood of time, God's great courtroom weighing the verdict of humanity will never be swept away, changed, or overruled. The trial of Jesus goes beyond the trial of the decade, or the trial of the century, even beyond the trial of the millennium. It is for us and for all people the trial of time and eternity! Endnotes 1 The history, identity, and authority of the Sanhedrin have been documented in several sources. In his Bible History Commentary: New Testament, Vol. 1 (Northwestern: Milwaukee, 1989), Werner Franzmann gives a helpful summary about the Sanhedrin at the time of Christ:
The Sanhedrin, or High Council, consisted of three classes of members, namely: 1. "the chief priests," which designated in part those who had once filled the office of high priest and, in part, the heads of the 24 classes or divisions of priests; 2. "the elders of the people," the heads of tribes or family groups (clans); 3. "the scribes," the experts in the law. Sometimes Scripture includes all three classes in the title, "Sanhedrin." ... But often a "shortcut" is employed. In Matthew 2:4 and 20:18 we have "chief priests and teachers of the law [scribes] ." In Matthew 26:3 and 27:1 we have "the chief priests and elders ..." But in each case the omitted class is understood. The whole Sanhedrin is meant. ...
The Sanhedrin had 70 members, plus the president. Among its members were other officers. The High Council also had a "police force" under its command. These were the temple guards. ...
We should say something about the jurisdiction of the Sanhedrin. It was very extensive, since both ecclesiastical or religious and civil matters came under its domain. It was the court of appeals from all lower courts. It alone could pass judgment in matters affecting a whole tribe, in deciding questions of peace and war, and in trying a high priest or members of the Sanhedrin. Religious matters remained the primary concern of the High Council. It ruled in matters of doctrine. It passed upon the claims of any prophet who arose. It gave its verdict in cases where the charge was blasphemy. ...
It is a striking fact that the jurisdiction of the Council was not limited to Palestine, but extended to every place where the Jews had settlements. (Acts 9:1-3) At one time the Sanhedrin could inflict capital punishment, but it had lost that power. When Jesus was on trial before it, it could still pass the sentence of death on the accused, but the authority to execute such a sentence was reserved for the Roman governor. (I: 558-59) 2 3 What looks like gross injustice was, of course, under God's control at every turn. An unjust stoning of Jesus as a blasphemer could never happen, for God would have His Son experience something far worse-the full curse of God's wrath as the full propitiation of all sin. In accord with the Old Testament provision of Deuteronomy 21:22-23, "Christ crucified" would thus mean that the One anointed by God (Christ) would be the One cursed by God (crucified), even as Paul states in Galatians 3:
Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us (for it is written, "Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree." (Gal. 3:13)
THE NEW COVENANT OF GOD'S FORGIVENESS IN CHRIST
A study of God's forgiveness as it relates to the Lord's Supper Steven Sippert * The following is a revised version of its original form as a 2011 CLC General Pastoral Conference essay. The 2011 essay was assigned to the writer with the subtitle above. All Scripture quotations are New King James unless indicated otherwise.
We look forward to our Confirmation services as a time when young Christians come into the communion of those deemed ready to receive the sacrament for their spiritual blessing. They, like we, are taught that the Lord's Supper is a means of grace to strengthen their faith in Christ. They are taught to recognize the Lord's body and blood in, with, and under the bread and wine, as Jesus plainly said in His words of institution. They are also taught to embrace and trust what Luther set forth in the Small Catechism: "What is the benefit of this eating and drinking? The words, 'Given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins,' show us that God gives forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation through the Sacrament. For where there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and salvation" (Sydow 10).
1 It is our hope and prayer that the sacrament now available to them will bless the confirmands in the way our Savior intended when He gave His Supper as the new covenant for all of His disciples in the New Testament (new covenant) era.
The title I chose for this essay is due in large part to the institution words of Christ recorded by Luke and Paul. For me a study of these two texts in particular have helped to solidify what I learned in Confirmation class, reviewed in religion class, and studied in-depth in the seminary. And yet these words, along with those recorded by Matthew and Mark, are so brief in comparison to other sedes doctrinae, such as the proof texts that treat Christology or justification or conversion. To this writer it is striking that so few passages, only twenty-two verses (Matt. 26:26-29, Mark 14:22-25, Luke 22:19-20, 1 Cor. 10:16-17, 1 Cor. 11:23-32), have generated so much verbiage in the form of doctrinal confessions, dogmatics presentations, essays, articles, even entire books devoted to some aspect of the Lord's Supper. The literature on the subject is abundant and generally worth reading. But constraints of time do not permit us to explore or review at length a defense of the real presence or the moment of the real presence. Nor will we rehearse what constitutes a legitimate celebration of the sacrament or the judgment on unworthy communing that Paul refers to in 1 Corinthians 11. The scope and purpose of this essay will be a focused examination of the connection to be made between God's forgiveness of our sins and the sacrament Jesus gave as "the new covenant in My blood."
To that end the following outline will serve as our guide: I. The new covenant of God's forgiveness has been established by the atoning death of Christ. A word search for "new covenant" in the New King James yields only eleven passages, several of which are found in Hebrews. 2 Paul records only two, and one of them is parallel to Luke 22:20. If one follows the Majority Text, there are only three occurrences of "new covenant" in the Gospels, and all three are the Lord's words of institution. 3 Yet Jesus was not the first to mention the "new covenant" as such. That was done by Jeremiah in recording the LORD's prophecy of the new covenant in Jeremiah 31:31-34, the only prophecy using those distinctive words in the Old Testament. This is not to say, however, that the "new covenant" was a brand new concept at the time of Jeremiah. What God had announced and foretold as His plan of salvation in Christ, going all the way back to Genesis 3:15, was essentially what the new covenant would be. When the promise of the woman's Seed became the promise of Abraham's Seed who would bless all nations, God took measures to attach His promise of a Savior to a covenant in which Abraham's descendants were promised the land of Canaan. In the event recorded in Genesis 15, we are told that Abram "believed in the LORD, and He accounted it to him for righteousness" (v. 6). God's covenant was decreed when Abram inquired of God, "How shall I know that I will inherit it?" When he carried out God's directive to select and kill the five animals, Abram got the answer to his question, a detailed prophecy of the bondage and release of his descendants in Egypt, which God introduced to Abram with the words, "Know certainly " (Gen. 15:13-16) .
Notice that the covenant made with Abraham and attached to the gospel promise of a Savior involved the sacrificial death of animals-a practice that would continue when the Lord "remembered His covenant with Abraham" (Exod. 2:24) and liberated the Israelites in the aftermath of the first Passover. Accordingly, the Passover sacrifice and the many animal sacrifices of the Sinaitic covenant were established by God in deference to, in service of the original promise and covenant-what God intended to do in Palestine (Canaan) through Christ, His Passover Lamb, His once-for-all atoning sacrifice that would truly and completely take away the sin of the world.
So when the Lord announces through Jeremiah a future "new covenant" for Israel, it's a prophecy declared after the Sinaitic covenant (what we know as the old covenant) had been in place for centuries. This new covenant would make the old "obsolete" (Heb. 8:13). It would effectively do what the old covenant could never do. And it would feature as its driving force and effective principle the forgiveness of sins. So says the LORD in Jeremiah 31:31-34:
Behold, the days are coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah-32 not according to the covenant that I made with their fathers in the day that I took them by the hand to lead them out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, though I was a husband to them, says the LORD. 33 But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put My law in their minds, and write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people. 34 No more shall every man teach his neighbor, and every man his brother, saying, "Know the LORD," for they all shall know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them, says the LORD. For I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more.
Although a thorough exegesis of this text would be fitting for the purpose of this essay, a brief listing of the main exegetical points will hopefully suffice, as given below.
V. 31) What Jehovah here decrees will happen; it cannot fail. What He calls a "new covenant" will be one-sided in its dispensation, as the rest of the text makes clear. The LORD will provide the action and the gift, and His people will receive. And as we learn from certain passages in the New Testament, this new covenant will even have the character of a last will and testament. Cf. Galatians 3:15-18 and Hebrews 9:15-17. V. 32) Unlike the covenant God made with Israel at Sinai, the new covenant will not be broken. The terms it stipulates and the relationship it establishes will remain intact. V. 33) Only by realizing that "the house of Israel" is the Holy Christian Church, i.e., all true believers in Christ, can we see the prophecy truly fulfilled. These believers will retain Jehovah as their God, and He will retain all of them as His people. One means of keeping this relationship perpetually intact is God's act of internally inscribing His "law" on the mind and heart of every believer. V. 34) This new covenant between God and His people will be all encompassing in the sense that all believers from small to great will know Him by faith in Christ. But note the subordinating particle "For." The ongoing reality of all believers knowing Jehovah as their God will result from the fact that He forgives their sin. The book of Hebrews helps to underscore how the new covenant would be established by the atoning death of Christ. For Jesus "is the Mediator of the new covenant, by means of death, for the redemption of the transgressions under the first covenant, that those who are called may receive the promise of the eternal inheritance" (Heb. 9:15). As the eternal Son of God who also became Man, Jesus qualifies as "a priest forever" who is also the "surety" (guarantee) of the "better covenant" (Heb. 7:21-22). Of course, what makes Jesus so effective as Mediator, High Priest, and Guarantor of the new covenant is the fact that He's the Sacrifice too, the sufficient propitiation that takes the place of all people. To His Father, the God who judges all and requires full restitution, full payment for all the sins of all the sinners, Jesus offers His perfect life and innocent blood as that satisfactory payment. For it takes nothing less than the blood of God's Son to "cleanse us from all sin" (1 John 1:7). Only the blood of One who is God Himself can purchase us as His own (Acts 20:28).
Such is the mystery, the reality, the glory of Good Friday. As for the impact this once-for-all Sacrifice would have on the Judge, the heavenly Father, that is made clear three days later. For the One "who was delivered up because of our offenses" was also "raised because of our justification" (Rom. 4:25). Because of the sacrifice made by His own Son, a sacrifice completely sufficient to satisfy divine justice and pay off the debt that everyone owed Him, God has rendered His acquittal, His verdict of righteous on all people. That's the good news that we know as objective justification, which in essence is the same as the forgiveness of all sins-a truth we learn from the parallel statements in Romans 4. When God "justifies the ungodly" (v. 5), it's the same as God "imputing righteousness" to him (v. 6), which is the same as having "lawless deeds forgiven" and "sins covered" (v. 7).
This good news of objective justification rings out clearly in other Scriptures that point to the "Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world" (John 1:29) and to God "in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not imputing their trespasses to them…" (2 Cor. 5:19). Now the gospel of all sins forgiven in Christ is more than a truth of Scripture. It's the foundational basis of the new covenant in that it provides the certainty of grace that is needed for every believer's faith. That is, I know that I too am forgiven because I am part of the whole world of sinners, all of whom are forgiven because Jesus adequately took the place of all people. That same certainty extends to every sin we've ever done or will do. That is, because Jesus adequately paid for all of them, all of our sins (all of them!) are forgiven by God, who sees Jesus when He looks at the defendant (you and me) and regards His sacrifice as the established, unimpeachable reason why we are righteous, holy, spotless in His eyes.
The certainty of God's forgiveness in Christ is the driving principle that makes the new covenant work, as the Apostle Paul also teaches in Romans 11:27: "And so all Israel will be saved, as it is written: 'The Deliverer will come out of Zion, and He will turn away ungodliness from Jacob; for this is My covenant with them, when I take away their sins.'" God's covenant with us restores the broken relationship by effectively and completely removing all the sins, the very thing that caused the break. Likewise, the new covenant has the means to work faith in human hearts by providing full and complete forgiveness as ready-made, given for the taking, objectively true, and permanently established by the atoning death of Christ. This pivotal event of the past is the best kind of history, because no one-not even the devil-can go back in time and undo what Jesus did on the cross. This past accomplishment, more than any other, has far-reaching effect on the present and the future because it decisively establishes the forgiveness of sins as the sure basis of God's relationship to us and our relationship to Him.
II. The new covenant of God's forgiveness is dispensed through the means of grace.
The new covenant is not the exclusive privilege of the Holy Christian Church. In His unsurpassed love for the whole world, God intends His new covenant for all. Thus the sacrifice of Christ that won the forgiveness of all sins is to be proclaimed to all sinners. We hear no restrictions or limits made when Jesus decrees to His Church: "Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature"; "make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them ..." (Mark 16:15, Matt. 28:19). These two familiar texts of the Great Commission are parallel to a third: "Repentance and remission of sins should be preached in His name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem" (Luke 24:47). God's covenant of forgiveness in Christ does nothing for anyone if it remains a secret. Only the dispensing of this forgiveness, a primary function of the means of grace, can make the new covenant a plan that is realized, a prophecy that is fulfilled, and an everlasting relationship that is established between the heavenly Father and His children on earth.
Thus the Lord Jesus prescribes the worldwide preaching of sins forgiven, the gospel in Word, with no limits attached. The gospel Word is to go out to all nations in all the earth. The same can be said of the gospel in baptism; it too is meant for all people, "all the nations," as He said in Matthew 28:19. With either of these means of grace the gospel at work not only imparts the forgiveness of sins; it also conveys the power of the Spirit to convert, to create faith in a once-dead heart with the result that the person believes in Christ and thus receives the forgiveness of sins offered in Christ.
Such power of conversion, however, the Lord did not give to the sacrament of the Lord's Supper. We must recognize this fact as we acknowledge that the gospel of the Lord's Supper is limited to those who already believe. The Lord's Supper is not to be the comprehensive teaching tool of indoctrination that the Word is going to be. But as it is with baptism and the gospel either preached or taught, the Lord's Supper is still good news grounded in the forgiveness of sins won by Christ. It conveys the same grace from God, as noted by Luther and others when they asserted, "The Sacrament is the Gospel." And so its saving effect on faith is to preserve and strengthen it in the hearts of believing communicants.
As effective tools of the new covenant baptism and the Lord's Supper will serve somewhat different functions when God establishes the new covenant relationship with believers at their conversion and then maintains the relationship thereafter. Baptism is effective in initiating the covenant relationship between God and a person because of its power to create saving faith, which happens, for instance, in the heart of a baptized baby. Therefore this sacrament is performed only once-at the beginning of one's spiritual life, the point when he or she enters the new covenant as one of God's people.
The Lord's Supper, on the other hand, will be repeated. It will serve through the power of the Spirit as a means of preserving and strengthening faith and so will help to maintain what the new covenant is destined to be: a steadfast link of grace between Jehovah and His people and a steadfast link of faith between His people and Jehovah. The role of the Lord's Supper in this objective, however, will not involve something essentially different than what baptism and the gospel in the Word have to offer. It will be the same grace of God's forgiveness there in the sacrament, which then serves as the appointed means of dispensing and assuring that forgiveness to all who receive the sacrament in the way Christ intended.
III. The new covenant of God's forgiveness is given personally in the Lord's Supper.
At this point we shall follow a progression that traces the issues at hand from the starting point of Scripture to Luther Some general comments are in order before examining specific texts. The variation of wording that we find between Matthew 26 and Mark 14, on the one hand, over against Luke 22 and 1 Corinthians 11 on the other is not a problem, not if we keep in mind the following points. 1) There is no essential difference in meaning between "My blood of the new covenant" and "the new covenant in My blood." 2) Jesus (and the Holy Spirit too) has the right to convey the same meaning in different wordings. 3) Since Jesus distributed the sacrament to more than one disciple and had occasion to repeat His words, perhaps He did so with variation. 4) In the setting of the Passover meal Jesus likely spoke Aramaic, which if true, would make each of the inspired texts an accurate translation into Greek. It may also help to note this distinction: Matthew 26 and Mark 14 point to the essence of the sacrament, the real presence, when recording "This is My body ...; this is My blood. ..." Luke 22 and 1 Corinthians 11 point a bit more to the purpose of the sacrament when the "new covenant" is highlighted and the command is given, "Do this in remembrance of Me." 4 As said at the beginning of the essay, our consideration of the Savior's words will not involve a defense of the real presence. We will assume agreement on this matter that Jesus spoke clearly and literally and through His words caused it to be true that His body and His blood are indeed given and received in, with, and under the bread and wine that are consumed. That being said, some consideration of the details, especially the modifying phrases, should be helpful for the purpose of this essay.
In Matthew 26:26-28 we read: "And as they were eating, Jesus took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to the disciples and said, 'Take, eat; this is My body.' Then He took the cup, and gave thanks, and gave it to them, saying, 'Drink from it, all of you. For this is My blood of the new covenant, which is shed for many for the remission of sins.'" The underlined modifiers are relevant to the matter of how the forgiveness of sins is connected to the Lord's Supper. As Jesus gives His blood in and with the wine in the cup, He defines it as "My blood of the new covenant" (to. ai-ma, mou to. th/ j kainh/ j diaqh, khj).
5 If the second article is original, it would highlight the genitive modifier along the lines of an emphatic attributive adjective; one could translate, "the blood of Me, which is of the new covenant." Surely this is no ordinary human blood. This is the blood of the Messiah bringing into effect the covenant of salvation promised to Abraham and his descendants, the covenant that would be new according to Jeremiah 31. It's also the blood of Christ that would be "shed for many for the remission of sins" (to. peri. pollw/ n ev kcuno, menon eiv j a; fesin amartiw/ n).
The prepositional phrase of this last modifier is unique to Matthew 26, for none of the other institution texts have eiv j a; fesin amartiw/ n. The preposition eiv j with the action noun a; fesin indicates purpose or goal and most likely is adverbial, modifying the participle ev kcuno, menon right before it. The entire participial clause further defines the blood of Christ given in the sacrament. It is His blood "being shed for many" so as to forgive sins. What Jesus gave and still gives in His Supper is the very blood of propitiation, that which has redeemed the world, the "many," and won the forgiveness of their sins. As such this same blood of Christ, shed on the cross and dispensed in the sacrament, is the means of establishing the new covenant as in effect.
Given the similarity between Matthew 26:26-28 and Mark 14:22-24, we now turn to the words of Christ recorded in Luke 22:19-20, again with key phrases underlined: "And He took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, 'This is My body which is given for you; do this in remembrance of Me. ' 
Likewise He also took the cup after supper, saying, 'This cup is the new covenant in My blood, which is shed for you.'"
In distinction from the words of Jesus in Matthew and Mark, Luke records the attached modifier in connection with Christ's body and also the command to keep doing this in His remembrance. From the command (tou/ to poiei/ te eiv j th. n ev mh. n av na, mnhsin) we know that the sacrament is to be repeated, done continually (note the present imperative). The participial clause to. upe. r umw/ n dido, menon, which modifies sw/ ma, stresses the personal substitution aspect of Christ's death, namely, His body "given in your place" (and also for your benefit). 6 Similar to what Paul records in 1 Corinthian 11:25, Luke 22:20 has the non-verbal assertion, "This cup is the new covenant" (Tou/ to to. poth, rion h` kainh. diaqh, kh). The demonstrative tou/ to marks to. poth, rion as the subject. Since the predicate nominative h` kainh. diaqh, kh has the article, the assertion made by Jesus is what the grammarians call a convertible proposition. That is, "the subject and predicate are identical and interchangeable" (Hoerber 373). Of course, Jesus by synecdoche is referring to the wine in the cup, which, as we know from Matthew 26 and Mark 14, is also His blood. Now to think of the cup, or the drink in the cup, as the actual covenant is not the point. Rather, we should understand these words as Ylvisaker notes in The Gospels:
It is "the new testament" which is to be emphasized in Paul and Luke, to be projected, as it were, into the foreground, and it is this expression which determines the order of the words. When the Lord gave the institution of the Holy Supper to Paul ..., He would emphasize the fact that the drinking of the cup makes the recipient a participant in "the new testament." … When Paul and Luke speak of "this cup," ... it is again the idea of appropriation which they desire to stress, and which determines the form; for the cup is the medium wherein the drink is offered for acceptance. We realize therefore that the words in Paul and Luke do not stress so much the content of the cup from an objective point of view-this is also stated-but rather what the inside of the cup effects. ... Therefore the point is emphasized that the contents of the cup bring to the participants a share in the new testament. The concept "testament" is not used in this passage in its strictly objective sense; for, as Bugge says, a drink may never be a covenant, objectively speaking, but rather subjectively, the realization of the covenant upon men (Bugge). Therefore the drink may be said to be the testament, that is, the drink which "realiter" mediates the covenant. (667) 7 In Luke 22:20 Christ's reference to His blood comes as a prepositional phrase: ev n tw/ | ai[ mati, mou. Not all are agreed on whether the phrase modifies the whole statement, indicating how or why this cup is the new covenant (cf. Ylvisaker, pp. 667-668 and Pieper, Vol. III, p. 352), or whether it serves only to modify "the new covenant," even though it lacks an article (cf. A. Just, Concordia Commentary on Luke, p. 835). That the statement in Luke 22 is parallel to "This is My blood of the new covenant" in Matthew and Mark leads me to favor the adjectival sense. But the difference in meaning seems to be one of emphasis, not one of substance. Of greater importance is the phrase itself, especially the sense of the preposition. Here there is general agreement that the phrase indicates "by means of" or "because of" Christ's blood (Pieper 352). 8 It is indeed the Savior's blood, shed on the cross and dispensed in the cup, that puts the new covenant into effect and brings its benefits to the communing recipients.
The final modifier contained in Luke 22:20, to. upe. r umw/ n ev kcunno, menon, is a curious one. For unlike its parallel in Matthew 26 and Mark 14, it seems to modify to. poth, rion, with which there is full grammatical agreement, rather than tw/ | ai[ mati, which is not in the same nominative case as the participle. Francis Pieper (Christian Dogmatics, Vol. III) explains that the phrase in question "though in the nominative, is best referred to the immediately preceding tw/ | ai[ mati, mou. The irregular case emphasizes the thing stated of the blood of Christ, namely, that this blood is shed for us, more than had the dative been repeated" (fn 92, p. 352, emph. mine). Not to be overlooked is Luke's second use of upe. r umw/ n, by which Jesus once again directs His disciples then and now to regard His blood present in the sacrament as shed personally "in your place."
As we now reach the words recorded in 1 Corinthians 11:23-25, we see in contrast to the preceding texts no mention of the disciples 9 and a minimal use of attached modifiers. Paul writes to the congregation he founded in Corinth and to whom he taught "the Lord's Supper" ( The underlined sentence points to the main difference between this text and Luke 22:20, namely, the repetition of the command, "This do … in remembrance of Me," which Jesus said in reference to the cup. The doubling of the command frames the approach that the Christian Church is to take in its repetitious use of this sacrament. Both the bread and wine, both the body and blood of Christ are to be continually given and received "in remembrance of" Him (eiv j th. n ev mh. n av na, mnhsin). Like a similar construction in Matthew 26:28, the preposition eiv j with the action noun av na, mnhsin expresses purpose or goal. We celebrate the Lord's Supper so as to remember Him. In 1 Corinthians 11:26 Paul explains what that means: "For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death till He comes." 10 In our remembrance of Christ in the sacrament, we focus especially on His death, not in mere honorary memoriam of a past sacrifice, but in proclamation (especially to ourselves) that this death for us (upe. r umw/ n) has brought the new covenant (h` kainh. diaqh, kh) of God's forgiveness to us.
For the first time in the entire New Testament record the Lord has now mentioned "the new covenant" and done so in the setting of instituting His holy Supper. Surely in choosing those distinct words He has specified the prophecy of Jeremiah 31. More than that, on the night before His death He set in motion the fulfillment of that new covenant, of which the Lord's Supper was to be such an integral part. It needs to be said that the new covenant so-called is both the gospel covenant to Abraham renewed and the last will and testament of Christ. On the night before His death Christ gave His will to the Church. 11 Upon His death, the death of the testator, the Church participates in His will as His heirs and beneficiaries. Thus states the writer of Hebrews: "For this reason He is the Mediator of the new covenant, by means of death, for the redemption of the transgressions under the first covenant, that those who are called may receive the promise of the eternal inheritance. For where there is a testament, there must also of necessity be the death of the testator" (Heb. 9:15-16).
Do we not have in the prophetic utterance of "the new covenant" in Jeremiah 31 and the subsequent reference to the "new covenant" by Jesus and the book of Hebrews a solid link between God's forgiveness of all our sins (Jer. 31:34), the death of Christ as our redemption (Heb. 9:15), and the Lord's Supper (Luke 22:20, 1 Cor. 11:25)? Do we not receive in and through the Lord's Supper the benefits of the new covenant, which include the forgiveness of sins? Are not these same benefits guaranteed to us as bought and paid for, since we also receive in the sacrament the very body and blood of our Benefactor, our Testator who has redeemed us?
Our confessional Lutheran forefathers certainly believed so and said as much, including Luther himself. But before we examine their words of confession and explanation on this doctrine of God's Word, we set forth a proposition. The foundational blessing of the new covenant, the forgiveness of sins, is not only offered in the Lord's Supper. It is delivered directly and given personally to the communicants. The vehicle of delivery is both the body and blood of Christ, in and with the bread and wine, and also the words of Christ in which He says to the communicants about that body and blood, "Given for you," "shed for you," "shed for the remission of sins." The forgiveness of sins dispensed, however, is not something partial or piecemeal, but full and complete-God's forgiveness of all our sins as the core blessing that establishes and maintains the new covenant relationship between Him and us.
What Luther and others affirm about this, particularly in the Lutheran Confessions
The quotations below are meant to be representative, not comprehensive, and include an excerpt from Luther's Works. What is the benefit of such eating and drinking? Answer. That is shown us in these words: Given, and shed for you, for the remission of sins; namely, that in the Sacrament forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation are given us through these words. For where there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and salvation. How can bodily eating and drinking do such great things? -Answer. It is not the eating and drinking, indeed, that does them, but the words which stand here, namely: Given, and shed for you, for the remission of sins. Which words are, beside the bodily eating and drinking, as the chief thing in the Sacrament; and he that believes these words has what they say and express, namely, the forgiveness of sins. (Triglot 557, ital. orig.)
From the Large Catechism Thus we have briefly the first point which relates to the essence of this Sacrament. Now examine further the efficacy and benefits on account of which really the Sacrament was instituted; which is also its most necessary part, that we may know what we should seek and obtain there. Now this is plain and clear from the words just mentioned: This is My body and blood, given and shed FOR YOU, for the remission of sins. Briefly that is as much to say: For this reason we go to the Sacrament because there we receive such a treasure by and in which we obtain forgiveness of sins. Why so? Because the words stand here and give us this; for on this account He bids me eat and drink, that it may be my own and may benefit me, as a sure pledge and token, yea, the very same treasure that is appointed for me against my sins, death, and every calamity. (Triglot 757, ital. and emph. orig.)
Thus we have the entire Sacrament, both as to what it is in itself and as to what it brings and profits. Now we must also see who is the person that receives this power and benefit. That is answered briefly, as we said above of Baptism and often elsewhere: Whoever believes it has what the words declare and bring. For they are not spoken or proclaimed to stone and wood, but to those who hear them, to whom He says: Take and eat, etc. And because He offers and promises forgiveness of sin, it cannot be received otherwise than by faith. This faith He Himself demands in the Word when He says: Given and shed for you. As if He said: For this reason I give it, and bid you eat and drink, that you may claim it as yours and enjoy it. Whoever now accepts these words, and believes that what they declare is true, has it. (Triglot 761, ital. orig.)
For here in the Sacrament you are to receive from the lips of Christ forgiveness of sin, which contains and brings with it the grace of God and the Spirit with all His gifts, protection, shelter, and power against death and the devil and all misfortune. In the administration of the Holy Supper the words of institution are to be publicly spoken or sung before the congregation distinctly and clearly. They should in no way be left out. Obedience should be rendered to Christ's command, "This do." The hearers' faith about the nature and fruit of the Sacrament should be aroused, strengthened, and confirmed by Christ's Word (about the presence of Christ's body and blood, about the forgiveness of sins, and about all the benefits that have been purchased by the death and shedding of Christ's blood that are bestowed on us in Christ's testament). See, then, what a beautiful, great, marvelous thing this is, how everything meshes together in one sacramental reality. The words are the first thing, for without the words the cup and the bread would be nothing. Further, without bread and cup, the body and blood of Christ would not be there. Without the body and blood of Christ, the new testament would not be there. Without the new testament, forgiveness of sins would not be there. Without forgiveness of sins, life and salvation would not be there. Thus the words first connect the bread and cup to the sacrament; bread and cup embrace the body and blood of Christ; body and blood of Christ embrace the new testament; the new testament embraces the forgiveness of sins; forgiveness of sins embraces eternal life and salvation. See, all this the words of the Supper offer and give us, and we embrace it by faith. Ought not the devil, then, hate such a Supper and rouse fanatics against it?
Now since all this constitutes one sacramental reality, one can truly and properly say of each part, as for example the cup, "This is Christ's blood; this is the new testament; there is forgiveness of sins; there is life and salvation." (337-338) In regard to human beings, the special and foremost purpose of the Lord's Supper is salvation. ... But according to the words of institution, the Lord's Supper is also instituted for man, in order to make him a partaker of the forgiveness of sin in an especially convincing way. In this regard the purpose of the Lord's Supper is, properly speaking, the salvation of man…. Calov has a similar analysis: "The chief purpose of the Holy Eucharist on the part of God is the remission of sins and the sealing of grace. On our part it is the proclamation of the Lord's death."
Explanations from other confessional Lutheran sources
Faith receives the forgiveness conveyed by the sacrament.
14 But the great, gracious blessing of forgiveness is received mediately in the Lord's Supper. We partake of the body and blood of the Lord, and thereby have covenant fellowship and also the covenant blessing, forgiveness. And in addition to that, insofar as we receive the gracious blessing under visible signs, the Lord's Supper is a means of grace that makes the forgiveness of sins certain in a special way. This purpose, however, is really attained only in the case of those who partake of the Lord's Supper in faith. (142, ital. orig.) F. Pieper, Volume III:
The Lord's Supper is no more and no less than a means ordained by Christ to offer and impart to all who partake of this meal the forgiveness of sins which Christ secured for men…. It is a work through which He assures us that by His reconciling death we have obtained a gracious God. This is clearly the sense of the words Christ used at the institution of His Supper…. In the Apology: "The Sacrament ... was instituted for the purpose of being a seal and testimony of the free remission of sins, and that, accordingly, it ought to admonish alarmed consciences to be truly confident and believe that their sins are freely remitted" (Trigl. 401, XXIV, 49). ...
Again, like private absolution and Baptism, the Lord's Supper is a pledge of the remission of his sins given to an individual.
On the other hand, Scripture very clearly indicates the differentia specifica, that which is peculiar to the Lord's Supper. The Lord's Supper confirms and seals the private absolution to the individual by making him the recipient of the very body of Christ which was given for him and of the very blood which Christ shed for him. This is the feature distinguishing the Lord's Supper from the other means of grace. (293) In part 8, "The Purpose of the Lord's Supper," Pieper states:
The purpose of the Lord's Supper is the remission of sins, as has been shown repeatedly and fully, particularly in the chapters "All Means of Grace Have the Same Purpose and the Same Effect" and "The Relation of the Lord's Supper to the Other Means of Grace" (pp. 108ff., 293ff.). This purpose of the Lord's Supper is ascertained not by deduction from extraneous passages of Holy Writ or by theological conclusions, but from the words of institution themselves, where it is clearly stated. See pp. 293, 111. When Christ adds, "which is given for you," to the words: "This is My body," and adds, "which is shed for you for the remission of sins," to the words: "This is My blood," His purpose was to call forth…this conviction, that because of the propitiatory death of Christ they [the communicants] have a gracious God, that is, have remission of sins. Other meaning these words absolutely cannot have. We have likewise noted (p. 351) that in the statement ..., "This cup is the new testament in My blood," the finis cuius of the Lord's Supper is directly expressed, since according to Scripture the new testament, or covenant, is nothing else than the remission of sins. Accordingly, we maintain that the Lord's Supper brings forgiveness of sins, the same forgiveness which the Word of the Gospel and Baptism offer.
Peculiar to the Lord's Supper, however, is the wonderful feature that Christ confirms and seals His assurance of the remission of our sins by giving us His body to eat, which was given into death for us, and His blood to drink, which was shed for the remission of our sins. In the Lord's Supper the remission of sins is therefore signed over and sealed to us by giving us the ransom paid for it. (373-374) Lyle Lange, God So Loved the World:
The Lord's Supper assures us that our sins are forgiven. It does more than that, however. It also gives us the forgiveness of our sins. The Lord's Supper is a means through which Christ distributes to us the blessings he won for us on the cross. It is a sign of God's grace, but it is also a means of grace.
The Lord's Supper, as does Baptism, personalizes the forgiveness of sins. It is an individual application of forgiveness. It is as though God takes us aside from the business of life and gives us his personal assurance that our sins our [sic] forgiven. That assurance comes through the forgiveness Christ distributes through the Sacrament. (507) IV. The new covenant of God's forgiveness is assured by the real presence.
Should we sense a redundancy here? Is it redundant to claim from the Lord's words of institution "that Christ is conferring His body and blood upon us in order to assure us of the forgiveness of sins" (Dorr 32), while also saying that the Lord's Supper actually gives us the forgiveness of sins? For that matter, is it redundant to hear in the same service the forgiveness of sins announced in the liturgical absolution, then proclaimed in the sermon, and again brought up in Holy Communion? Consider the input of Pieper (and Luther) in reply:
Both Scripture and experience teach that men who feel the weight of their sins find nothing harder to believe than the forgiveness of their sins. Hence the repetition of the assurance of the forgiveness of sins in various ways through the means of grace meets a practical need of Christians. This need Luther, too, pointed out in the Smalcald Articles: "This Gospel not merely in one way gives counsel and aid against sin; for God is superabundantly rich [and liberal] in His grace [and goodness]. First, through the spoken Word by which the forgiveness of sins is preached in the whole world; which is the peculiar office of the Gospel. Secondly, through Baptism. Thirdly, through the holy Sacrament of the Altar. Fourthly, through the power of the keys, and also through the mutual conversation and consolation of brethren. ..." (Trigl. 491, Part III, Art. IV.) 15 The both-and approach alluded to above-that the Lord's Supper gives both the complete forgiveness of our sins and the assurance that all our sins are forgiven-is, I believe, the result of gathering, considering, and confessing all that Scripture says on the matters of Christ's vicarious atonement, justification and forgiveness, the means of grace, the real presence, and the intended blessing of the Lord's Supper. A paragraph quoted from Pieper (III: 374) in part III above points to the real presence of Christ's body and blood as the link of assurance between the atonement of Christ and the forgiveness of our sins. All that God reveals in the Gospel teaches us to realize that our absolute, ironclad certainty of His forgiveness depends on the assurance of complete atonement, i.e., that all of our sins have been completely paid for to God's satisfaction. Thus the Apostle John declares: "The blood of Jesus Christ, His Son, cleanses us from all sin." 16 That is, since the blood of God's Son has atoned for all sin, it has removed all of our sin and made us clean before the Father. Now in the sacrament Jesus gives His very blood that was shed to cleanse us, along with His body given into death in our place. Though His words of institution sufficiently declare that His body and blood are present with the bread and wine, we also have 1 Corinthians 10:16 affirming the same truth: "The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the communion of the blood of Christ? The bread which we break, is it not the communion of the body of Christ?" Thus in a tangible way, something that we eat and drink, we receive from Jesus the assurance of our atonement, the assurance that all of our sins are paid for. Though written in a different context than that of the sacrament, Paul's words in Ephesians 1:7 still come to mind: "In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of His grace." By receiving His body and blood in the sacrament, we receive and continue to have redemption, which Paul says, by way of an apposition, is the same as the forgiveness of sins. Moreover, in temptation the mind is troubled chiefly about this question, whether, in view of the fact that the promise is spoken in general, I also, who believe, have forgiveness of sins; whether I have it truly, surely, and firmly.… For this use therefore God, who is rich in mercy, which He pours out abundantly on the believers, instituted beside the Word also the use of the sacraments…. Nevertheless the Eucharist, which contains the basis for the remission of sins, namely the body and blood of Christ, is not excluded from also this use. For the Son of God testifies in the Eucharist by a most extraordinary and sure pledge, namely by exhibiting His body and blood, that He surely communicates, applies, and seals to each and everyone who uses this sacrament in faith, forgiveness of sins, reconciliation with God, and all the other benefits which He obtained for the church by the offering up of His body and the shedding of His blood that they might be offered in the Word and sacraments and be accepted by faith. And so faith has in the use of the Eucharist a firm anchor of consolation, trust, and certainty concerning the forgiveness of sins. (239) "The Theology of the Lord's Supper," Lutheran Synod Quarterly
Assurance statements in the Lutheran
It has been asked why we need forgiveness in the Lord's Supper when we have already received forgiveness through the preaching of the Gospel, Holy Baptism, and Absolution…. Anyone whose heart has been terrified by his sins knows how important it is to believe in the forgiveness of those sins and will readily appreciate the greatness of divine mercy in providing not only one but many means through which we receive the forgiveness of sins. Therefore just as certain as we are that we receive with our lips the body and blood of our Lord which were given into death for our sins, just as certain should we be that the forgiveness of sins is ours. (Schmeling 57) 17 F. Pieper, Volume III Hence we must maintain…as to the purpose of the Lord's Supper: The proffer, pledging, and sealing of the free and full remission of sins is the chief and prime purpose of the Lord's Supper. Christ makes us certain of this fact by adding to the words "This is My body" the words "which is given for you," and to the words "This is My blood" the words "which is shed for you." (379) That God intends His new covenant for all people we have already stated. Indeed, it is the Godgiven function of the Gospel to distribute this covenant, the forgiveness of sins, to the entire world. But not everyone who hears the Gospel receives what is offered. Those who hear and do not believe in effect reject what is offered, of whom it is said in John 3:18 that they are "condemned already, because" they have "not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God." Only believers-all those in whom the Spirit has worked saving faith in Christ-receive the forgiveness of sins, which is offered to them readymade, there for the taking, in the Gospel of Christ crucified and risen.
Already in the prophecy of Jeremiah 31 it was implied that believers only, the spiritual Israel of the Holy Christian Church, would be the ones predicted as benefiting from and receiving what God offered in the new covenant. Other Scriptures, particularly in the New Testament, delineate this point quite clearly. In reference to the Gospel proclamation of Christ in the Old Testament, the Apostle Peter said: "Of Him all the prophets bear witness that through His name everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness of sins" (Acts 10:43 NAS). It may indeed boggle the mind that forgiveness, an act of God that removes our sins from us and from His sight, is at the same time something we can receive. And, as Peter makes clear, believing in Christ is the means of receiving that forgiveness.
The Apostle Paul taught the same truth. As he evangelized in the synagogue at Pisidian Antioch, his presentation of objective forgiveness was followed by a declaration of subjective justification: "Therefore let it be known to you, brethren, that through this Man is preached to you the forgiveness of sins; and by Him everyone who believes is justified from all things from which you could not be justified by the law of Moses" (Acts 13:38-39). Also, in the context of objective justification Paul declared in Romans 5: "For if by the one man's offense death reigned through the one, much more those who receive abundance of grace and of the gift of righteousness will reign in life through the One, Jesus Christ" (5:17). The words underlined are the translation of oi` th. n perissei, an th/ j ca, ritoj kai. th/ j dwrea/ j th/ j dikaiosu, nhj lamba, nontej. Of note here is the present participle, which usually indicates ongoing action. In that present participle Paul describes believers in Christ as "receiving the abundance" of two things: "the grace" and "the gift of the righteousness." If we remember that in these early chapters of Romans "righteousness" means being justified or acquitted by God and is the same as being forgiven by God, we have here in verse 17 a statement that believers continue to receive what the gospel brings, that is, God's abundant grace and righteousness (forgiveness) as a gift. Wouldn't the communing of Christians at the Lord's Table be a fitting manifestation of what the second half of Romans 5:17 presents-receiving God's grace and gift of forgiveness through the sacrament?
It is true that no explicit passage states in so many words that only believers receive the blessings offered in the Lord's Supper. Like several other doctrines of Scripture, that truth is inferred from what Scripture reveals about the means of grace, the role of faith, and the effect of unworthy communing recorded in 1 Corinthians 11. And so we know that Luther was not making an unwarranted leap when he taught in his Small Catechism:
How can bodily eating and drinking do these great things? It is not the eating and drinking, indeed, that does them, but the words here written, "Given and shed for you for the remission of sins." Which words, beside the bodily eating and drinking, are the chief thing in the Sacrament. And he who believes these words, has what they say and declare, namely, forgiveness of sins. (Gausewitz 16, 224 ) This is the same point Luther made in his Large Catechism:
Now we must also see who is the person that receives this power and benefit. That is answered briefly, as we have said above about Baptism and often elsewhere: Whoever believes the words has what they declare and bring. For they are not spoken or proclaimed to stone and wood, but to those who hear them, to whom He says, "Take, eat," and so on. Because He offers and promises forgiveness of sin, it cannot be received except by faith. This faith He Himself demands in the Word when He says, "Given ... and shed for you," as if He said, "For this reason I give it, and ask you to eat and drink it, that you may claim it as yours and enjoy it." Whoever now accepts these words and believes that what they declare is true has forgiveness. (Concordia 435)
VI. The new covenant of God's forgiveness is the means and guarantee of all other blessings available in the sacrament.
As a means of grace the Lord's Supper has the function of preserving and strengthening our faith in Christ. This strengthening takes place through the power of the Spirit at work in the believing communicant's heart. This strengthening also takes place in direct consequence of having the forgiveness of sins offered and assured in the sacrament-a point that Pieper underscores in conjunction with the Confessions:
We find the same teaching in our Lutheran Symbols. They stress emphatically that the Sacraments have no other purpose than the Word of the Gospel, namely, the attestation and conferring of the forgiveness of sins and the engendering and strengthening of faith in this forgiveness. Listen to the Apology: "... For when we are baptized, when we eat the Lord's body, when we are absolved, our hearts must be firmly assured that God truly forgives us for Christ's sake. And God, at the same time, by the word and by the rite, moves hearts to believe and conceive faith, just as Paul says, Rom. 10:17: 'Faith cometh by hearing.' But just as the Word enters the ear in order to strike our heart, so the rite itself strikes the eye, in order to move the heart. The effect of the Word and of the rite is the same, ... because the rite is received by the eye and is, as it were, a picture of the Word, signifying the same things as the Word. Therefore the effect of both is the same." (Trigl. 309, XIII, 4f.) Just so the Augsburg Confession declares that the purpose of the Sacraments is "to be signs and testimonies of the will of God toward us, instituted to awaken and confirm faith in those who use them" (Trigl. 49, XIII). This terminology of the Augsburg Confession, that the Sacraments are "signs and testimonies of the ... will of God toward us" and therefore awaken and strengthen faith, rests on the universal objective reconciliation and deserves to be called classic. (III: 111-112)
As for the proposition that God's forgiveness is the guarantee of all other spiritual blessings, we hear Pieper once again:
Moreover, is not the forgiveness of sins the real and chief good (Hauptgut), "the new testament," so that he who has remission of sins forfeits nothing? Scripture presents all other spiritual gifts and activities as resulting from the forgiveness of sins: the state of grace, the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, the unio mystica, sanctification, the love of God and the neighbor, membership in the Christian Church and all privileges which this includes. If, therefore, we content ourselves with the purpose of the Sacraments as God determined it, namely, that they are means of transmitting the forgiveness of sins and for this reason also means of creating and strengthening faith, the reception of all remaining goods and gifts is guaranteed us. (III: 112) 19 At a later point in his third volume Pieper resumes discussion of the doctrine that other spiritual blessings derive from the forgiveness of sins conveyed in the Lord's Supper:
All other effects of the Lord's Supper are not co-ordinate, but subordinate to the bestowal of the forgiveness of sins. These other effects have been listed as follows: (a) strengthening of faith, (b) communion with Christ, (c) communion with the spiritual body of Christ, the Church, (d) furtherance in sanctification, (e) kindling of love of God and the neighbor, (f) growth in patience and in hope of eternal life. But all these effects rest not in part only, but entirely on the fact that the Lord's Supper is a means of remitting sins. Christian faith in its very nature is faith in the remission of sins provided by Christ's substitutional satisfaction. For this reason Christian faith can be strengthened only by relating it, through the divinely appointed means of grace, to the object which generates and sustains it, namely, the promise of the remission of sins. ... Since, now, in the Lord's Supper the divine forgiveness of our sins is sealed to us with Christ's body and blood, and is thus offered to us in an especially impressive and comforting manner, the spiritual effects mentioned result from the Lord's Supper in peculiar measure. (379-380).
Like Pieper above, John T. Mueller in his own Christian Dogmatics has made a similar point: All these blessed effects are due to the fact that the Lord's Supper is … a means by which we receive forgiveness of sins; for in proportion as the believer is assured of the forgiveness of his sins, his faith is strengthened, his love is increased, and his hope of eternal life is confirmed. Assured of his adoption as God's child in Christ Jesus, he also struggles against sin and lives unto Him who died for him and rose again. In short, he loves God because He first loved him, 1 John 4, 19. (536)
Conclusion
To this writer it is clear that our Lutheran forefathers held to both ideas and confessed them both, namely, that in the Lord's Supper we receive the forgiveness of our sins and also the assurance that all of our sins are forgiven. To find both statements in the Book of Concord is no small thing, to be sure. But more importantly, a study of the pertinent Scripture texts leads me to the conviction that both assertions are true. As a core part of the new covenant the Lord's Supper delivers God's forgiveness, won at the cross of Christ, directly and personally to the communicant. And at the same time, because of the real presence of Christ's body and blood-the very means of our propitiation-we receive the assurance that all of our sins are truly forgiven by God. Both of these realities make this sacrament a precious means of grace to be used continually and confidently in our walk heavenward. For as Luther said so briefly and yet so well: "Where there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and salvation."
